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A Parent’s Perspective:
PLANNING FOR CRISIS –
BENEFITS OF A FAMILY
SAFETY PLAN

By Elizabeth Cummings
Elizabeth is a middle school
special education teacher
and mother of two boys from
Kalispell, Montana. She serves
on the Rural Institute Consumer
Advisory Council and advocates
for individuals with disabilities
and their families.

The Montana Voices Amplified project
offers people of all ages and abilities
a stage to speak for themselves. The
series is hosted by the Montana Family
to Family Health Information Center
(MT F2F), a program of the Rural
Institute for Inclusive Communities
(RIIC) at the University of Montana.

An accessible digital version of this flyer is available. Open by scanning the QR code
with your smart phone, or visit the website at:
scholarworks.umt.edu/ruralinst_independent_living_community_participation/

“It’s time to talk about crisis.”
This phrase had been running through my mind for some time now. I’d push it away, and there it was
again unexpectedly while standing in the grocery store or picking up a prescription. I knew it was time
to talk about crisis. But how?
Crisis. It’s a simple word, but not an easy topic. Defined as “a state of serious destabilization with the
potential to cause harm or injury,” crisis can be a part of many families’ experiences, including those
with a loved one with special needs. It can be hard to talk about, and too often a source of shame or
stigma. Like many other families, mine has experienced crisis, so I understand the challenges as well
as the need to discuss the subject. The hard part is knowing where to start.

My son with a complex disability is a joy. Charlie is full of life, energy, enthusiasm, and love. He
has met a plethora of goals, many of which I wasn’t sure would ever be attainable. For all of the
challenges that came with a genetic disorder and autism, a behavioral crisis was never part of our
experience. And then Charlie hit puberty.
I believed I was prepared for the abrupt changes that can come with adolescence from my role as
a middle school special education teacher. I had observed the intensity of the hormone-charged
teenage years in the classroom and the effect these changes could have on behavior and regulation.
I considered myself fairly experienced with crisis, having navigated its cycle hands-on with others and
taken a number of trainings.
It was an emotional blow when the dysregulation and aggression that can define crisis presented
itself in our home. Where did this come from, I asked myself, increasingly concerned as my once small
and lanky boy now stood much taller than me. Usually the only adult in our home, I worried how I
would control the situation. Too often, I wondered what I was doing wrong.
These thoughts didn’t linger, gratefully. Relationships with other parents and my experience in
the school setting helped me quickly reach out to the medical community for help. Limited in his
language but experiencing rapid growth and an increased desire for independence, I came to
understand that behavior was speaking loudly for Charlie.
I was advised to make a family safety plan, and having these steps to follow provided structure and
order to experiences that could feel out of control. We enlisted the help of a psychologist and were
very fortunate to find one trained in working with individuals with special needs. She also provided
family counseling and training to support Charlie.
With these supports, our family has made great progress. This is not to say the process has been
without challenges. It’s hard to ask for help. As in many places, our community lacks services for
individuals with special needs experiencing a behavioral or mental health crisis. Professionals
experienced at working with individuals with special needs are hard to find, especially in rural areas.

What I’ve learned is that when a mental health
crisis gets destigmatized, families can address the
hardest challenges. This has been made easier with
a strong support system and practitioners willing to
learn alongside us. By listening, learning, and talking
about this complex subject, we can improve how we
respond to and support our loved ones.

A Family Safety Plan is a tool
developed in collaboration with
your loved one. It serves as an inthe-moment guide for how to best
divert a crisis situation.

Tips For Creating a Proactive Safety Plan
1. Consider past triggers and strategies that have been helpful in
diffusing them.
2. Keep language clear and simple.

helpful

tips

3. Think about and address the conditions under which you need to enlist
more help.
4. Consider plans for meeting the needs of siblings.
5. Share copies with your support system and first responders as needed.
6. Revisit the document. A crisis plan will change and evolve with time.
Consider including the following in a Safety Plan:
1. Medication details and prescribing physicians.
2. Support individuals and their contact information.
3. Information needed to address sibling needs.

To learn more about safety plans, search the following terms:
Pacer Center: Crisis Management Plan
Before a Mental Health Crisis Hits: Creating a Family Safety Plan
Crisis Planning Tools for Families: Safety Plan Companion Guide for Providers

Montana Voices Amplified provides a microphone and broad audience so the
stories, lessons, causes, and advice of individuals with disabilities and their families
are heard.
Montana Voices Amplified welcomes submissions of five-minute videos or 600700-word essays on any topic related to your lived experience as a person with a
disability or caring for someone with a disability.
Authors of chosen submissions receive $100. Videos will be posted on the MT
F2F website and shared on social media. Essays will be posted on the website
and ScholarWorks, shared on social media, and printed in a professionally
designed publication to distribute to families, schools, agencies, and legislators as
appropriate.

Let us amplify YOUR voice!
Send your idea for an article or brief video to stacey.bliss@mso.
umt.edu or shawna.hanson@mso.umt.edu.
If you prefer to talk through your idea, you can call Stacey at (406)
243-5760 or Shawna at (406) 243-4531.
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